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DIGITAL RELIGION: UNDERSTANDING RELIGIOUS
PRACTICE IN NEW MEDIA WORLDS

Edited by Heidi A. Campbell
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Edited by Monica R. Millerand Anthony B. Pinn,
New York: Routledge, 2015.
Pp. 459. Paper, $65.95.
REVIEWER:

Brent A. Smith
Grand Valley State University
Allendale, MI 49401

As a faculty member in a public university’s religious studies program I teach an upper level undergraduate course
called “Religion and Popular Culture.” My location has particular relevance to a review of Monica R. Miller and
Anthony B. Pinn’s The Hip Hop and Religion Reader, and
Heidi A. Campbell’s Digital Religion, for two reasons. First, I
use virtual reality environments and hip hop as two popular
cultural expressions to which we bring religious studies’
concepts to study. And second, as an upper level class it is
common that the largest percentage of students aren’t religious studies majors. In fact, for most of them this is the
first and only class they will take in the academic study of
religion. This second issue is problematic. Students bring
into the classroom the culture’s dominant understanding of
what “religion” is and what “the religious” involves, while
stepping into a location where, unbeknownst to them, what
“religion” is and what the “religious” involves are contested.
When I ask them, “What is religion?” they respond with confidence, and why shouldn’t they? Many have spent their
lives practicing what they think is one version of a universal
and essential thing. And since they have junior and senior
standing they are aware there are other versions of religion
and look forward to studying others’ versions of what they
have practiced. So, they are eager to learn how Buddhists
use digital technologies like virtual reality environments
(VREs), or how Christian or Hindu artists use rap to present
their religion. When I explain on the first day that we are
not going to study Christian video games or the Cherokee
religion of rapper Gary “Litefoot” Davis, they look perplexed.

Isn’t this a class about religion? When I have them write
their definitions of religion on the board and we analyze
them for the way they represent a cultural and historical
construct, confusion leans toward suspicion. “Religion is
about beliefs and,” they insist, “systems of beliefs, and
believing in and worshipping a higher power. And being
irreligious is not believing.” The believers and non-believers
have common ground for agreement on what religion
involves and their expectations are that we will settle on
one definition to begin our work. In biology there is no contest about what it is, and accounting is, after all, accounting.
They expect a definition that will be insufficient for every
individual but a compromise all can put up with so we can
learn the beliefs of people not like us. Except, of course, that
the education has just begun on what David Tracy long ago
called our “preunderstandings,” those pesky assumptions
we bring to every moment of interpretation. Preunderstandings shape what we are looking for which, of course, shapes
what we see and, more importantly, do not see. We selfcamouflage so much that composes any phenomenon we
interpret by the assumptions we bring, born of our context
and shaping our point of view. We are inside of a location.
To study anything is to study it from inside a location.
In upper and lower level courses in religious studies students enter the classroom shaped predominantly if not exclusively by the culture’s theologically based assumptions of
what “religion” is and involves. Thus, the difference between
the approach of theology and religious studies to the same
human activity needs to be drawn regardless of the academic
context in public university or private college. Each location
has different aims. Theology involves conversations of insider
meaning, whether the phenomena being studied are insider
activity or activity outside that has drawn the insider’s gaze.
The aim of the academic study of religion, itself forming an
inside, involves constructing a framework of interpretation
regarding how the actions that form the phenomena operate
on insiders. Theology’s aim is substantive whereas religious
studies’ aim is functional. In addition, part of the inside that
forms religious studies involves conversations in the field.
Today that involves the interpretive argument as to the relationship between what the field identifies as “religious” and
“cultural.” Does the “religious” in religious studies signify a
distinct location in academia, a scholar’s study set apart from
other locations like sociology, anthropology, psychology, and
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so on? Or does it represent a particular part of culture that
academic disciplines rooted in their own locations generate
with sufficient epistemological accounts?
Both the differentiation of theology from the academic
study of religion and the interpretive argument internal to
religious studies form a lens through which to view the
nature and structure of Campbell’s Digital Religion (DR)
and Pinn and Miller’s The Hip Hop Culture and Religion
Reader (HHRR). They also frame how each can be used in
the classroom. The editors of HHRR offer us a complex,
multi-vocal threshold into “two cultural worlds—hip hop
and religion” (3) that “contextualize[s] and present[s] this
new and growing area of study—religion and hip hop
studies—with attention to the significance of the collaborations and debates between hip hop and religion, as well as
the ways in which hip hop has fostered, for some, an alternative form of religiosity” (5). Their aim in presenting the
broad voices they do “is not to debate whether this constitutes a division of hip hop studies or of religious studies”
(5) but to demonstrate that sufficient analysis has accumulated to warrant deeper study of the integration of the two
worlds. In this the editors succeed robustly. Contributors
include academics from across academia, as well as journalists, documentarians, spiritual and faith leaders, DJs,
and activists. Their lives represent the blend of culture
and religion reflected in the phenomena they interpret.
And interpret they do. The book’s professed structure
frames the context of hip hop as constituting a culture in
Part I. It presents how its variety of expressions “calls for
new modes and models of approaching religion in culture
more broadly in order to rethink not so much what religion
is (and looks like) but more so what it does through effect
and presentation” (64) in Part II. Part III shows how hip
hop culture embodies religious aesthetics through performance; how its forms and structures are rooted in Christianity, its culture of origin. Part IV demonstrates how it
has extended its reach into other religious traditions and
cultures, and Part V concludes with an argument on the
ways that hip hop culture, embodying within its forms a
kind of “anti-structure” standing over against both culture
and religion as traditionally understood, can be viewed as a
kind of religion, a theme also echoed throughout other
parts. For example, Elonda Clay’s excellent “Two Tables
and a Microphone” uses Charles Long’s “discussion of religion as orientation” (116) to offer “the activity of [aDJ] battling in hip hop culture” (117) as exemplifying sequenced
activity that operates as camouflaged ritual. Clay argues
that “[a]s contemporary forms of religiosity, the cultural
practices of hip hop answer the desire for intensity and
embodiment, provide a sense of belonging, create a context
for existential wrestling and truth-seeking”; in a word, functions religiously for insiders. This is HHRR at its religious
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studies best. On the other hand, Josef Sorett’s “Towards a
Religious History of Hip Hop” chronicles a theological path
from its “early roots [in the] oppositional legacies” of the
60s Black Power and the Nation of Islam to “its move
towards the mainstream [where] Christianity became more
central” (241). And Kirk-Duggan and Hall’s “Put Down the
Pimp Stick to Pick Up the Pulpit” warns Christianity that in
order for its message to be relevant enough “to reach the
Hip Hop generation, the church needs to put down all
sticks and not be a pimp or pusher of punishment,” and
offer its unique “gift of compassion, not a font of fear”
(246). This is HHRR at its theologically prophetic and interpretive best, “deconstructing the dynamics of judgment and
pondering Paul’s use of syncretism” (247), an insider’s
insistence that it is a camouflaged but familiar inside.
Likewise, Anthony Pinn’s “Making a World with a Beat”
links music, lyrics, and techniques of vocalization found in hip
hop to the history of meaning and survival in the American
black experience. Long ago William James, in The Varieties of
Religious Experience, showed that the life of religion involves
a “belief that there is an unseen order, and that our supreme
good lies in harmoniously adjusting ourselves thereto” and
Pinn’s employment of the “hermeneutic of multiple meanings”
(32) where there is “no clear distinction between the sacred
and the secular” (34) yields “modern day griots of praise and
protest” offering an unseen order countering the dominant culture’s seen one. Monica Miller’s own “Don’t Judge a Book By
Its Cover” charges the reader into the central issues of religious studies, addressing “what do uses of religion accomplish
for competing social and cultural interests?” when religion is
seen to be “similar to other social constructions, such as race
and gender . . . insomuch that society has come to categorize
certain practices as ‘natural’ and ‘innate’ by the dominant
culture” (66). And James Perkinson’s “Tupac Shakur as Ogou
Achade” lands squarely on the border between religious studies and theology by echoing Pinn and Miller in how to uncover
the unseen, although he does so through an interpretive location of “seeking continually to expose and alter white social
‘being’ as a historic mode of supremacy” (393).
Yet, to reiterate, HHRR interprets. Every edited collection does in some way and must confront the question as
to what its point of view is. Here the broad representation
of locations from which to study hip hop—religious studies, or cultural studies, or performance studies, or theological studies—fulfills the editors’ stated purpose but at a
necessary cost. No one can engage the wide sweep of
essays here and NOT come away thinking, “This is a really
interesting, complex collection of phenomena that deserve
attention from a variety of interpretive locations, but . . . .”
The “but” here contains this provision: What are the overarching understandings of “religion” and the “religious”
and their relationship to culture that inform the
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collection’s point of view? Each author interprets. Is what
makes the interpretations cohere the fact that that they
are looking at the same phenomenon, whether that be the
phenomenon of religion or that of hip hop?
But, are they? In Part IV, hip hop seems a cultural
form that religious traditions can pour themselves into. In
Part V hip hop is itself a religious tradition, a transcultural
religious form. Stepping inside of hermeneutics locates
both the reader and the HHRR inside interpretive concerns
like the difference between theology—representing an
inside and its meaning—and religious studies—representing the inside of studying the inside of others as outsiders.
Of course the locations of inside/outside are relative. How
could they not be? Similarly, how could one circumvent
the conversation concerning one’s location while interpreting? In theology this bears a particular problematic. In
sidestepping location the insider appears to be ignoring
the issue of relative location, fertile ground for what James
called a “certain blindness in human beings.” It is problematic in religious studies because it suggests either an
assumed universal that might not be so, or a cultural origin that all things the academy studies could be reduced
to. In HHRR some authors admit their location and its
influence on their approach while for others it seems secondary at best, nonexistent at worst. Yet, in any kind of
scholarly endeavor today regarding human religious activity that overlaps culture, self-awareness regarding location
is the admission ticket. And that is because whether you
disclose it or not your location will be prominently on display in what you perform. You enter from somewhere
standing somewhere as soon as you interpret either meaning or function or something else. “Religion,” wrote twentieth century Christian theologian Paul Tillich, “is the
substance of culture, culture is the form of religion,”
whereas twenty years later Jonathan Z. Smith countered
from religious studies that it was “the creation of the
scholar’s study.” Both are as much reflective of location as
of what “religion” is and involves, and location cannot be
dismissed when considering Tillich or Smith. Or, for that
matter, when reading HHRR.
In Digital Religion Heidi Campbell directly addressed
her interpretative location. She notes that “‘[d]igital religion’ does not simply refer to religion as it is performed
and articulated online, but points to how digital media and
spaces are shaping and being shaped by religious practice.
As a concept it allows us to talk about the current state of
religion in relation to digital artifacts and the culture in
which it is situated” (1). Thus, unlike HHCC, DR is not
offering broad analytical artifacts to persuade that there is
a phenomenon deserving of more extensive scholarly
interest, but making a case for digital religion’s place at
the religious studies table. The structure of the book
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argues a place setting should be made. Part 1 offers essays
on how new media can be interpreted through the use of
concepts familiar to the academic study of religion like ritual, community, and authority, and concludes with a chapter by Gregory Price Grieve on how religious studies can
feed interpretations of our digital world. Grieve’s important conclusion is that “digital religion is unique because
it uses the technological aspects of new media to weave
together non-scientific metanarratives with the technological ideology surrounding the digital as a way to address
the anxieties produced in a liquid modern world. . . . [R]eligion can be recognized through the family of resemblances of myth, ritual, and faith” (DR, 113).
Part 2 continues the structure by taking each of what
Campbell calls “themes” from Part 1 by offering case studies employing the concepts, while Part 3 concludes with
four essays that form “Reflections on Studying Religion
and the New Media.” It is the combination of Part 1 and
Part 2, the introduction of concepts in religious studies
that are useful to employ with digital phenomena followed
by their utilization, that is promising in terms of classroom use. To interpret how a particular phenomenon functions for insiders—that is, employing a hermeneutical
methodology—a scholar needs to describe and analyze relevant concepts from the academic study of religion before
using them to assess how the activity forming the particular phenomenon functions for insiders.
But it is here inside of the concepts of religious studies that DR needs conversations on location, in part
because digital technology swims in them. For example, a
VRE is different, totally and remarkably so, from other
forms of digital technology. I urge my online students to
visit our university’s Technology Showcase room in pairs
so that one can watch while the other ventures into Oculus
Rift’s VRE. VREs require different thinking on location
involving simultaneous and overlapping orders; in the
VRE, and in the room where the insider is standing and
moving, the insider may well run into tables and chairs in
an order unseen in the VRE. All the while the other student, sitting on the chair at the table, watches their classmate negotiating space in a location completely unseen to
the outsider, and performing actions that from their seat
on a chair at the table seem undecipherable. When I am in
a VRE, where is my location? To know how deeply complex this question is you really HAVE to have experienced
a VRE. This is to experience not a symbolic difference of
location but a cognitive one as the integration of thinking
and physical being. There are gradations of location in the
digital world involving insiders in experiences differing in
degree, but also ones that in terms of the issues of location
differ in kind.
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In his essay on “Ritual,” Christopher Helland analyzes
online virtual pilgrimages. Helland notes Victor and Edith
Turner’s classic view of pilgrimage as involving a physical
journey, whereas online pilgrimages emphasize “symbolic
substitution . . . where the virtual space simulates the representation of sacred space to the point where genuine ritual experience can occur” (33). But does it? Is the physical
movement of the Muslim pilgrim circling the Kaaba on
Haj equivalent on a spectrum of degree difference, to
watching it on a screen? While they’re both different locations, Helland notes, “the ‘virtual’ is still authentic and
representative of a physical place but the bodily connection occurring with the site has been altered . . . [but] the
material site plays out through a computer screen” (33).
In other words, presenting concepts or themes in religious studies is very useful, but as an interdisciplinary
field the approach of religious studies here is incomplete
until its concepts are integrated into concepts from digital
studies. This is especially productive when evaluating how
digital activity functions for insiders when phenomena display location issues that are different in kind. VRE has
been used successfully in exposure therapy to treat persons with posttraumatic stress syndrome and mild forms
of autism. How? Because the location within a VRE thrusts
individuals into locations that are immersive (immersion
is a concept concerning the order/domain/world the VRE
produces) to such a degree that they generate a sense of
presence (another concept, but this one concerns how individuals “experience” themselves in the VRE order). Is this
not a model for the religious studies scholar observing ritual in an order shared with those they are observing,
while the observed simultaneously negotiate an unseen
order overlapping the shared, seen one? Doesn’t the integration of religious studies with digital studies concerning
a particular phenomenon, VREs, provide BOTH with interpretive tools to understand more deeply the complex phenomena of persons immersed in an order that generates
an insider’s sense of presence, while simultaneously existing in an overlapping order they share with outsiders who
study them?
Kerstin Radde-Antweiler’s chapter on “Authenticity”
engages the complexities of location through “the concept
of an authentic sacred place online” which raises the
issues of “what constitutes the ‘virtual’ and ‘real’ for different people in different contexts” (93). In other words, here
the concept is analyzed and evaluated. Some insist on the
“binary division between fantasy and reality” while others
stress “the constructivist mode of such categories” (95), a
conclusion that echoes arguments about what distinguishes the sacred from the profane in religious studies
over the past three or four decades. In addition, questions
of authenticity that once were the province of theology can
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now be seen in the case of digital technology to include a
cultural constructivist dimension. What is involved in the
construction of authenticity? Perhaps location can help.
From the location of the religious studies scholar, inside of
a field where the distinction between the sacred and profane can no longer be maintained by insisting they are
either opposing domains or equivalent ones, one is observing insiders residing in an unseen order in which the
scholar is not residing. This happens in much the same
way as a student in the Technology Showcase room who
observes another inhabiting a VRE in the same room they
both share. In the study of VREs the student would be
studying the other as performing actions revealing
“immersion” and demonstrating a “sense of presence.” To
what extent is the one in the VRE so engrossed in that
order that the overlapping order of table and chair is
diminished or dismissed? Similarly, in religious studies
we are observing the construction of insider authenticity
within an unseen order constructed as sacred by those
insiders. And we bring to that encounter concepts from
our field, forged as they are within an interdisciplinary
endeavor, to build a framework of interpretation on how
the activities within that unseen order function as sacred
for insiders.
When you take a concept (authenticity) that has been
described and analyzed in the field of religious studies,
and take it into the field of human religious activity (activity that has now been framed as religious within an academic field’s point of view), an outsider’s framework of
understanding can be constructed. This is evident in Clark
and Dierberg’s “Digital Storytelling and Religious Identity,” an exploration of digital storytelling and identity formation. Members of a Christian youth group they worked
with developed a 15-minute video of their “shared communal identity” that functioned to allow “the group, as a
whole, to take ownership of who they believed themselves
to be in the context of the local church as well as in the
wider Christian community” (150). These videos helped
construct a personal identity for each insider by generating a kind of larger sacred history within which insiders
could “construct who we are and who we want to be”
(151). The videos functioned as mythic narratives in constructing an order of time—who they are and want to
become—unseen to outsiders save for how insiders
described its function. The authors recognized the characteristics of “anchoring narratives: narratives of identity”
(151) that generate insider meaning of “collective identity”
(153) and aspirational aim.
Scholarly self-awareness is the admission ticket to
enter the modern discipline of religious studies. This in
part accounts for why the academic study of religion is so
well suited for the undergraduate experience. The college
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and university has long been a location for self-discovery,
and discovering that one has a location and what some of
those characteristics might be have long been part of the
excitement of liberal education. Know thyself becomes
part of the learning exchange when studying others and
popular cultural expressions like hip hop and our digital
world. But students enter university classrooms armed
with their theological upbringings, or bearing the culture’s dominant theological understanding of religion in
the form of religion as true belief accepted or rejected.
This is accurate to the locations of the public university
and the private college, and both as a location in academia. Perhaps reflecting upon academia and its role in
the now emergent twenty-first-century teaching about
location is essential for our encounter with others, with
cultural forms that prophetically evaluate dominant
orders through the artistic generation of unseen ones and
technological constructions of locations that overlap the
seen one. My location in religious studies is within an
interdisciplinary, social scientific approach to understanding how human activity functions religiously. This
approach is based on reflecting upon its insider conversations that circumscribe what is “religion” and the
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“religious.” It is not “meaning making” but “knowledge
making” and the organization of knowledge into understanding. It is an “inside,” Smith’s “scholar’s study”
composed of “outsiders” to the activity being studied.
Theology is an “inside to insiders” of a tradition-truth
based location, Tillich a Christian talking to Christians
and others about the truth of their inside; the “substance
of culture” he discovers as “religion” is the substance
seen from his Christian insider location. While it is normative to him and other insiders as they discuss from
their location its authority regarding truth, it can be no
less to outsiders than revealing; but also no more. And
that’s part of the value of both of these volumes. They
speak of identity formation as it plays out within activities that function as religious to insiders of each. They
are cultural expressions generated from locations both
distant and familiar to one another. If technology’s origin narrative centers its genesis in the U.S. west coast
and hip hop’s in the opposing east, it is true to say that
hip hop would not be the international influence it is
without the internet and without digital technology, hip
hop would not have had the kratophony of Tupac’s
Coachella holographic resurrection.
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